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Abstract

THE OBJECT INBETWEEN
By Lucy Louise Derickson, MFA
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Art at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2015
Major Director: Susie Ganch
Professor, Department of Craft/Material Studies, School of the Arts

My mission is to bring attention to the unusual, undefined, and fluid connections
we have to objects through various avenues of experience. Things, objects, and devices
have shaped our culture, environment, and personal philosophies. We live, grow, learn,
and mourn with objects. We worship, sympathize, and relate to objects. But what I am
most interested in is a human tendency to retreat to objects, allowing them to mediate
experiences of friendship and intimacy between people.
During my graduate studies, I have been evaluating my personal and professional
connections with others in order to understand how technology such as smart phones and
computers have become so intertwined in these relationships.
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Part 1: Research
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Technology and Community
My mission is to bring attention to the unusual, undefined, and fluid connections
we have to objects through various avenues of experience. Things, objects, and devices
have shaped our culture, environment, and personal philosophies. We live, grow, learn,
and mourn with objects. We worship, sympathize, and relate to objects. But what I am
most interested in is a human tendency to retreat to objects, allowing them to mediate
experiences of friendship and intimacy between people.
During my graduate studies, I have been evaluating my personal and professional
connections with others in order to understand how technology such as smart phones and
computers have become so intertwined in these relationships.

Technology

“Can we be human without
objects?” –Neil MacGregor

The first tool was

Figure 1 Olduvai stone chopping tool, 1.8 million years old,
www.britishmuseum.org

made, and this changed the

course of human evolution. The oldest object found in The British Museum, the Olduvai
1

stone chopping tool, is 1.8 billion years old and marks the beginning of human’s
dependence on technology (Figure 1). The tool was used to chop bones, plants, wood, and
stone, allowing early humans to facet sharp edges. Such innovation played a huge role in
the development of human behavior, and allowed humans to take their place at the top of
the food chain and stay there.1
Farming was another cornerstone in the development of technology and began
around 10,000 years ago. Raising animals, and tending to crops required people to stay in
one spot. New tools were developed for farming and food preparation, which was now
abundant and could feed large populations. No longer needing to search for new food
sources, village life profoundly changed how people lived and interacted.2 This new settled
lifestyle allowed people to begin what would become a long history of collecting natural
and handmade objects to be kept in domestic spaces. Eventually the collections of objects
began to be associated with certain aspects of society. For example, cups, plates, bowls and
other tableware became objects closely associated with the home, dinner, and conversation.
Technology continues to develop at a rapid pace, and our dependence on it is
stronger than ever. Devices with touch screens and texting capabilities have become the
mediators for conversation. Much of the world is able to communicate instantly through
text and images, while remaining physically alone. Social media has most recently played
a significant role in how people are able to connect to each other. With social media we
can be connected to hundreds, thousands, even millions of people in one instant,

1

MacGregor, Neil. A History of the World in 100 Objects. London: The British Museum. BBC Radio 4:
Penguin Books. 2008, p.9
2
Ibid., p.10

2

accompanied only by a single device. Alone, we are able to reach out to everyone.
Technology continues to play a pivotal role in helping people connect socially, however
now it is also separating us from each other at the same time.

Why so Exhausted?

“What is it about modern community that has so taxed us that we sometimes prefer to
reconstitute it through machines?”- Sherry Turkel3

This is an interesting observation and to dissect it, I start with the Industrial
Revolution, a time of assembly line mass production. The advent of such rapid
mechanization of process drastically changed systems of labor. The machine stood in for
the human act of making. A separation between the product and the hand of the maker
became common, expected of many consumer goods.
After the industrial age, the service economy shifted how people communicated
and interacted at work. In Daniel Bell’s 1973 writing, The Coming of Post-Industrial
Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting, he explains that post-industrial society is
economy driven by exchanges between people rather than exchanges between people and
machines.4 “The fact that individuals now talk to other individuals, rather than interact
with machine, is the fundamental fact about work in the post-industrial society". Bell

3

Turkle, Sherry. The Inner History of Devices. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008 p.18
Bell, Daniel. The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting. New York: Basic
Books, 1973
4

3

predicts that as individuals moved away from the assembly line and joined the service
economy, they would talk to each other more.5 I question the accuracy of Bell's prediction.
Though we have the ability to be in constant contact with others, our interactions
with them are often intersected or mediated through machines. For example, when online
shopping, we may never be in contact with a human to purchase goods. Delivered right to
the door, the appearance of the package is as anonymous as if dropped out of the sky by a
stork. Currently Amazon is developing a drone delivery service making the stork scenario
a reality.
The service industry demands interaction between people, however with a different
outcome then Bell expected. Whether face to face, or face to computer, these interactions
are often considered emotionally exhaustive. Arlie Hochschild asserts in The Managed
Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling that as factory work is associated with
physical labor, service sector work is associated with emotional labor. Professionals are
asked to turn off, ignore, exaggerate, or fabricate their emotions on a daily basis. The
emotional strain created in daily workflow leads people to escape from the pressure of
personal interaction in their home lives.6
Humans are emotional creatures, and with service work, emotion is turned into a
commodity. As with manual labor, the body is an extension of the machine. The hand of
the worker is managed; its ability and speed connect directly to income. Emotional labor is

5

Ibid.
Hochschild, Arlie Russell. The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling. Berkley: University
of California Press, 1983 p.9
6

4

“the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display;
emotional labor is sold for a wage and therefore has exchange value”7
Approximately ⅓ of American jobs require a substantial demand for emotional
labor.8 Emotional labor is found in work that requires direct contact with other human
beings, in person or over the phone. People are often patrons of emotional labor in
restaurants, customer service call lines, stores, banks, doctor’s offices just to name a few.
Pleasant interactions may go unnoticed, but an unpleasant interaction stands out as
inappropriate, and certainly so in the context of “the customer is always right” mentality
common in the service industry. Patrons expect to be treated kindly, even when they are
not kind themselves.

We Turn to Objects

“If you work with people everyday, the last thing you want to do is talk to another person
when you're free... you want to take a vacation from people”
–Subject of study conducted by Natasha Schull9

Escapism is a logical solution for those who feel emotionally strained. An example
of this mental diversion is illustrated in the case of video poker addicts. Gamblers are able
to retreat into a world of few choices and freedom from other people's needs. It is often

7

Ibid., p.7
Ibid., p.11
9
Turkle, Sherry. The Inner History of Devices. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008 p.154-170
8

5

assumed that gambling is a risky endeavor because one never knows the outcome. But
when winning isn't the reason for playing, as many addicts admit, the risk is no longer a
factor.10 These statements by video poker addicts found in the studies in The Inner History
of Devices exemplify the complex relationship that can happen between a person and a
gambling machine:
“You're not playing for money, you're playing for credit- credit
so you can sit there longer, which is the goal. It's not about winning, it's
about continuing to play.”11
“It isn't a gamble at all, in fact it's the only sure thing. You will
either win or lose. You can expect that. It's very simple.”12
“I get to the point where I no longer realize that my hand is
touching the machine. I don't feel it there. I feel connected to the
machine when I play, like it's an extension of me, as if physically you
couldn't separate me from the machine.”13
American Gambling Association estimates as many as 9 million people in the
United States have serious problems with gambling. Another 3 million meet the criteria for
“pathological gambling”.14 Video poker is only one example of our tendencies to retreat to
technology as escape. But many people use technology in one form or another as escapism,
without being labeled an addict, or if so, the term is used loosely. Consider video gaming,
blogging, and social media just to name a few. As part of the world we have created, these

10

Schwartz, Barry. The Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less. New York: ECO, 2004 p.2
Turkle, Sherry. The Inner History of Devices. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008 p.154-170
12
Ibid., p.154-170
13
Ibid., p.154-170
14
American Gambling Association, State of the States: The AGA Survey of Casino Entertainment, 2007
11
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devices become an extension of ourselves. When we retreat to them, these mediated
interactions empower us with an emotional freedom.

7

The Prosthetic, The Cyborg and the Robot

Objects can be used to bridge the gap between who we are and who we want to
become. Online we can edit our lives, and consciously decide what others are allowed to
know about us. But it’s not just our online selves that we want to perfect. Our physical
body can become technology as well. We can wear prosthetics that alter our abilities,
implant devices to monitor our body functions, and we can use robots as life partners.

The Prosthetic

The ancient Egyptian civilization was the early pioneer of prosthetic technology.
Their rudimentary, prosthetic limbs were made of fiber and it is believed that they were
worn more for a sense of “wholeness” than function.15 Amputation was feared more than
death in some cultures. It was believed that it not only affected the amputee on earth, but
also in the afterlife. The limbs would often be buried, exhumed and then reburied at the
time of death so the amputee could be buried whole for the eternal afterlife. Scientists,

15

Finch, Jacqueline Louise PhD; Heath, Glyn Harvey PhD; David, Ann Rosalie OBE, PhD, FRSA; Kulkarni,
Jai MA, FRCP. Biomechanical Assessment of Two Artificial Big Toe Restorations From Ancient Egypt and
Their Significance to the History of Prosthetics. Journal of Prosthetics and Orthotics. Issue: Volume
24(4), October 2012, p 181–191
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however, recently discovered what is
said to be the world’s first prosthetic
toe from an Egyptian mummy and it
appears to have been functional
(Figure 2).16
Current prosthetic
technology has come along way
since the Egyptian toe, and an

Figure 2 Ancient Eqyptian Prosthetic Toe, 950-710BC,
www.news.discovery.com

amputee can determine the primary

purpose of their prosthetic device. There is a wide spectrum of specialized prosthetics that
range from the purely cosmetic (which are inert) to the primarily functional (whose
appearance is obviously mechanical). The most advanced versions of prosthetics are
pushing the abilities of amputees. Oscar Pistorius for example, has prosthetic legs
modeled after the hind legs of a cheetah. With a prosthetic such as this someone otherwise
labeled as impaired is able to outperform the so called non-impaired. The Paralympic
athlete can run faster than Olympic athletes.17
Today, many people have objects implanted in order to assist, lengthen, and
otherwise enhance their lives. In some cases implants are life sustaining, for example
16

Finch, Jacqueline Louise PhD; Heath, Glyn Harvey PhD; David, Ann Rosalie OBE, PhD, FRSA; Kulkarni,
Jai MA, FRCP. Biomechanical Assessment of Two Artificial Big Toe Restorations From Ancient Egypt and
Their Significance to the History of Prosthetics. Journal of Prosthetics and Orthotics. Issue: Volume
24(4), October 2012, p 181–191
17
Burkett, Brendan; McNamee, Mike; Potthast, Wolfgang. Shifting boundaries in sports technology and
disability: equal rights or unfair advantage in the case of Oscar Pistorius?: Disability & Society. Volume
26, Issue 5, 2011
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patients with internal cardiac defibrillators (ICD). As a result, a complicated relationship
begins between the patient and the device. Implanted in patients who have suffered heart
attacks, the ICD's will shock the patient if their heart fails. There is no way of knowing
when or if the ICD will go off. Anne Polluck's research found in The Inner History of
Devices concludes that the experience of receiving multiple, painful shocks, of never
knowing when one will be shocked, or what actions will trigger a shock, leads ICD
patients to develop rituals to prevent shocks and magical thinking about how they might be
warded off. Removing the device is not an option. One patient expresses that he can never
return to “the old me” and now believes that “it blurs the boundary between me and not
me.”18

The Cyborg and the Super Hero

There are dozens of examples of human cyborgs, or people who have altered or
extended their abilities beyond normal human limitations by attaching or implanting
mechanical elements. Some of these are for the purposes of staying alive, such as the ICD
patient, while others use technology to simply improve their life in some way.
In 2013 Tim Cannon implanted a chip into his arm capable of monitoring his
biological functions. No doctor was willing to perform the implant. Instead, he relied upon
body piercers and used ice to act as an anesthetic. A chip the size of a deck of cards is now

18

Turkle, Sherry. The Inner History of Devices. Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008 p.14
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stitched under Cannon’s skin. The chip does nothing more then record his body
temperature and then report that information to his android phone.
Moon Ribas is a choreographer, dancer and cyborg activist best known for
developing and attaching an online seismic sensor to her elbow that allows her to feel
earthquakes through vibrations. Her choreography works are based on the exploration of
new movements developed by the addition of new senses or sensory extensions to the
dancer.19
Neil Harbisson is a contemporary artist best known for creating the first cyborg
antenna and for being the first person in the world to have an antenna implanted in his
skull. The antenna allows him to perceive visible and invisible colors such as infrared and
ultraviolet via sound waves as well as receive images, videos, music or phone calls directly
into his head via external devices such as mobile phones or satellites. Harbisson became
known for being the first officially recognized cyborg when the British Passport Office
accepted his passport photograph showing his antenna (Figure 3).20

“I don’t see it as a device anymore, I see it as part of my body. I
started feeling this the same year I started using it, in 2004. I started to
feel that the software and my brain were creating a new sense, and there
was a point in which I couldn’t differentiate between what the software
gave and what came from my brain. I decided not to take it off anymore,
and it’s been a part of my body since then.” –Neil Harbisson21

19

Jeffries, Stuart. Neil Harbisson: The Worlds First Cyborg Artist. http://www.theguardian.com The
Guardian Tuesday 6 May 2014
20
Ibid.,
21
Ibid.,
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Prosthetics blur the lines between human and cyborg. They have extended the 5
senses, and created new ones. They have enabled the disabled, beyond the capacity of the
abled. Weather necessary or optional, in most instances, prosthetics have been used to
improve the quality of
life. But what if we begin
to ask technology to give
us love? We are already
obsessed with the
possibility of
superhuman strength, and
infinite life. We are eager

Figure 3 Neil Harbisson Photo: Lars Norgaard for the Guardian 2014,
www.theguardian.com

to let technology
transform our culture in
order to do so.

The Robot: Our New Companion

Sony developed a product for children called Artificial Intelligence Robot or AIBO.
The toy was developed to be a substituted for the inferior living pet. Needing so much
more attention, and the inevitable death of a real animal, the AIBO is a comfortable
replacement. What is lost with this substitution? Pets have long been thought good for

12

children because they teach responsibility and commitment. They also teach us about life
and death. But, the AIBO permits something different: attachment without responsibility.22
Currently robots are being developed to assist the elderly. Some say there are not
enough people to take care of our elderly, so robot companions are an obvious answer.
Robots after all can be programmed to be more patient, are stronger than a human and
could carry patients without risk. Additionally, they would not forget medication
instructions. Not only better than nothing, robots would simply be better. But what we are
doing is asking technology to do what is otherwise love’s labor: caring for each other.23
Roxxxy, termed a "sex robot" is a full-size interactive sex doll (Figure 4).
According to the True Companion website of the company, Roxxxy is not limited to sexual
uses and, “she knows your
name, your likes and dislikes,
can carry on a discussion,
expresses her love to you,
and can be your loving
friend. She can talk to you,
Figure 4 Roxxxy Sex Robot advertisement www.truecompanion.com

listen to you and feel your touch.
She can even have an orgasm”24

22

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technology and Less From each Other. New
York: Basic Books, 2011 p. 53-54
23
Ibid., p73-76
24
True Companion. About Us. http://www.truecompanion.com/shop/about-us April 29, 2015
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The Launch of Roxxxy elicits a great deal of discussion. As one researcher puts it,
“ There are men for whom obtaining a real woman is impossible… it isn’t a matter of
preference… in the real world, sometimes second best is all they can get.”25
As we continue to obsess about the possibilities of post biological relationships, we
set ourselves up for new problems, and unrealistic expectations of others. With a robot
companion, one can be the center of its universe. But human relationships are complicated
and demanding. Without practicing, life with people may begin to feel overwhelming;
connections to people make us subject to rejection.26

25

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technology and Less From each Other. New
York: Basic Books, 2011 p.64-66
26
Ibid., p.64-66
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Artwork
Incurious Series

I habitually, even subconsciously, move every lever, press every button, and
experience every mechanism available. I frequent antique shops, a place where a hoard of
yesterday's cutting edge technology call home. The sounds, smells, and physical sensations
the antique objects produce are nostalgic and I am compelled to interact with them.
Cranking a fishing real, tapping the keys on a typewriter, clasping a necklace, spinning the
wheels of an old pulley, or feeling the weight of pewter cup in my hand are experiences
that delight my sense of touch and feel both familiar and new at the same time.
The items in antique shops fill a peculiar place in the world. They were discarded
by a commercially progressive society; yet, fill antique shops with price tags in tow. Ready
to be resold, these items still have use value, though it may serve a different purpose when
it is purchased this time around. A teapot may become a planter, or the pieces of a broken
down typewriter may be used to make jewelry. A new object is created that has a familiar
tactile sensations, but in a new form and context.
The first series from my graduate studies, Incurious (Figures 1-7), explores how
objects compel my sense of touch. I use antique pewter serviceware, to create new forms
that maintain a sense of familiarity. The original hollow forms, cups, pitchers, and bowls
16

along with the scratches and dents the material has collected over time are all prevalent in
the new objects that I create. I use these qualities, the forms and surface of the original
material to confuse the time and place the work belongs within. By subverting this
understanding I am creating a sensory experience that is familiar and unfamiliar at the
same time.
The viewer is invited to interact
with the work in the Incurious series and
imagine the function these peculiar
devices might have. For example,
Efficient (Figure 5) contains a blue
plastic button for the viewer to engage.
Placed on an industrial door, or a
domestic table, this device implies a
Figure 5 Efficient, 2013

function that the viewer is left to imagine.
I had the same intentions with Untitled
(Figure 6) which contains a removable
component. With an unknown function
the viewer can explore the possibilities
through the lens of their personal history
with functional objects.
Figure 6 Untitled, 2013

17

Wall Resuscitator (Figure 7) appeals to the sense of touch, but also the auditory
sense. As you pull the palm sized piece away from its mate, an uncanny suction noise
delights the participant. I enjoy that an auditory surprise, paired with a tactile sensation is
granted to those who were willing to engage with this interactive wall device. The sound is
reserved for those who engage with it, and an element of exclusivity gives the Incurious
series a new direction.
Embracing the idea of exclusivity
guided me down a new path, one that
considers the objects I wasn't allowed to
touch. The desire to experience what is
restricted heightens my obsession with
possibility. As a child I obsessed over the
Figure7 Wall Resuscitator, 2013

actions of the grocery store clerk. I so badly
wanted to know the feeling of swiping objects
over that mysterious red X. That satisfying
BEEP which resulted captured my
imagination. Now that self service stations
exist at many large corporate stores I have
found that the experience is not all that
amazing, though I am constantly reminded of
my youthful obsession. This is exemplified in

Figure 8 Please Push, 2013

18

Please Push, (Figure 8) where an enticing trumpet style button rests inside the walls of a
pewter vessel. For many, however, it is untouchable. The opening is at such a width, that
only those with small hands are able to reach the button. Restricting the ability to touch the
button through the size of the opening
increases the desire to engage the mechanism
inside the pewter walls. Those who can reach
the button are given an exclusive experience,
and one they may not always be privileged to.
P is for Poke (Figures 9-11) was my

Figure 9 P is for Poke detail, 2014

final exploration in this series, and again set
up an exclusive situation. On one side of a
wall, in a busy hallway, an unusual crank
propels a brass rod through the wall. On the
opposite side, a second device is being gently
pushed, while a ball wobbles on top, destined
Figure 10 P is for Poke detail, 2014

to fall off from excessive cranking. This work
separates the action and the reaction. There is
a hidden consequence to the compulsive
cranking.

Figure 11 P is for Poke detail, 2014

19

Surrogate Devices

The Surrogate Devices series provoke memory and act as a physical stand-in for
personal relationships by activating the senses, particularly the sense of smell. Through a
system of devices, I expel fabricated
scent associations related to the habits
of my parents. The work in the
Surrogate Devices series, are devices
that create smells that have resulted
from specific human activity allowing
me to replace the person in the past
Figure 12 The Best Smell 1987-1992, 2014

with a device of the now. Just like
having an AIBO pet, or a robot
caregiver, these objects are now
surrogates for the real thing. This
series strips away the need for the
person, and replaces their essence with
a device.
The Best Smell 1987-1992
(Figure 12) preserves and emits the

Figure 13 The Smell of Him 1987-1998, 2014

smell of laundry. It contains the dryer

20

sheets my mother used when I was young enough to be delighted to find the mysterious
and scented foam squares hidden in my clean clothes.
The Smell of Him 1987-1998 (Figure 13) recreates my father's breath, which
regularly smelled of cigarettes and Halls, Eucalyptus Menthol. The cough drops were used
to mask the evidence of his habit. As I reflect on that period of my life, I understand that
this simple gesture demonstrated his love for me.

Devices for a First Date

“We look to technology for ways to be in a
relationship and protect ourselves from them at the
same time”
–Sherry Turkel27

As I reflect on this statement, I consider
how technology disconnects people. Physical
barriers or distance prevent components of
interaction, usually observed through multiple
senses such as a smile, a nervous tapping, and vocal
tone or cadence. Through texting these visual or

27

Figure 14 Footsie, 2014
Photo: Courtney Bowles

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technology and Less From each Other. New
York: Basic Books, 2011 p. Authors note xi-xii
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audio cues are left to be deciphered
otherwise or completely edited out. Using
texting we can carefully construct what we
say. Communicating face to face on the
other hand presents a level of vulnerability.
I question how this vulnerability improves

Figure 15 Caress, 2014
Photo: Courtney Bowles

our ability to empathize with our
conversational partners. With the
intervention of current technology, have
we come to expect less from
communicating with others?
The series Devices for a First Date
(Figures 14-16) was made with this question
in mind. Each device in this series acts as a
barrier between people who are attempting to
get to know each other better through subtle
physical contact, or other sensory

Figure 16 Whiff, 2014

experiences such as noticing someone’s

Photo: Courtney Bowles

odor. These objects fill the spaces inbetween, exposing our vulnerabilities as they protect us from one another. This series is a
metaphor for current trends in communication, and exacerbate common communication
mediators such as phones computers and or tablets that utilize social media and texting for
22

communication. The absurd nature of the work in this series asks viewers to consider how
interactions such as these might become what we expect, even desire.

I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time

With my phone and computer I am constantly connected to my social network. I
can reach out to people, and communicate about my life almost at the rate I am living it. I
have found, that after participating in social
media for 7 years, contacting one person
individually can seem laborious or even fill me
with anxiety. The anticipation of meeting up in
person, not knowing how a conversation might
develop, makes my social network more
appealing. Online, I can reach out simultaneously
to so many people that the Internet is the safest
tool for me to get the attention I need from others.
I can feel connected to others, while avoiding
vulnerable conversations that come with one-onone interaction.
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Figure 17 I look forward to seeing you again or
for the first time detail, 2015
Photo: Courtney Bowles

For my thesis exhibition, I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time
(Figures 17-20) my work has shifted in a slightly new direction. I desire to understand
what I consider to be the gray area of my life, online friendships. To be in a relationship
with another person is an exercise in vulnerability. In contemporary culture I have a
multitude of options for maintaining relationships with others, many of which does not
require physically presence. With this work I am creating a space for myself to be in the
presence of others, even forcing myself to do so. I do not want to reduce my friendships to
a “like” button. The project is a situational device I’ve designed to help me to step outside
my comfort zone, and ask my Facebook friends to join.

Figure 18 I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time, installation 2015
Photo: David Hunter Hale
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The pewter vessels are made to rest comfortably in the hand, replacing the
communication devices so often found there. Just as the ancient Egyptians used prosthetics
to create a sense of wholeness, phones have become a prosthetic for the self. I am rarely
out of arms reach from my phone or computer. Bringing battery chargers everywhere I go,
and seeing charging stations popping up in public places such as airports and festival tents
leads me to believe that I am not alone in my phone addiction.
Regardless of the multitude of accessories available that help protect phones from
the inevitable wear and tear that happen from excessive use, I often see phones with dents,
scratches or shattered screens. Made completely from repurposed pewter serviceware, my
sealed, pocket-sized vessels are susceptible to collecting dents, scratches and fractures as
they persist over time. Evidence of the vessel being touched repeatedly is left on the
surface of the pewter as is continues to polish. Similarly, the owners hand will turn dark
from touching the patinated surface of the metal.
The found serviceware were once accessories to conversations. The pewter I source
as material, such as cups, teapots, bowls, plates, platters, goblets and decanters, are all
objects closely associated with the domestic table. The found pewter objects I repurpose
once served to create opportunities for time together with others. In this way, I consider
serviceware to be accessories to conversations. They were discarded, sent to exist on the
shelves of the antique shop. Now they have now ben transformed. In their new form, a
small hand held vessel, a gift for a friend, they can again serve a similar purpose. They
have become an object in the service of a relationship. In order to deliver these gifts I sent
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the following letter, as an individually addressed private message, to each of my 611
Facebook friends.
“Hello Facebook Friends (as of March 1, 2015)
I made something for you, a pewter vessel uniquely designed with you in
mind, and I want you to have it. Sealed within the vessel is a reflection on
our friendship. It will be exhibited alongside a family of vessels, one for
each of my Facebook friends.
As your Facebook friend, I am a part of your life and not part of your life
simultaneously. I turn to you for advice, validation and support. I feel
involved in your life when I see your pictures, like your status, or comment
on your posts. I value your friendship and feel connected to you.
We are at a convenient distance, me at my device and you at yours. Our
mediated friendship is complicated. On one hand, it safely satisfies my
need for human connection. Online I do not feel alone. On the other hand,
it strips away the vulnerability that is unavoidable in conversation. Face
to face I have less control over what I say. Through social media, I
replace delicate, real time conversations with revised, strategically timed
posts.
Does this mean I am sacrificing authentic exchanges for artificial ones?
I am looking for answers to this question by merging my compulsion to
make and my research into human connection. By creating a vessel, and
putting it in your hand, I am giving us space to practice vulnerability, with
the intention of making our connection stronger.
The result is a gift for you. Come to the event and say hello.
I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time.”
–Lucy Louise Derickson
I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time, is an actively changing
installation that has the potential to be both optimistic and pessimistic at the same time. In
an ideal scenario, every vessel would be handed out. Realistically, I fear that an
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overwhelming amount of vessels will remain on the shelves, as I wait at the gallery for my
Facebook friends to show up. In this way I am forcing myself to be vulnerable, willing to
be hurt, but hopeful for the opportunity to be supported in the same way that I am online.

Figure 19 I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time, installation 2015
Photo: David Hunter Hale

I am addressing the collection of people I am most often in contact with when I am
stationary, safely alone, interacting with my phone or my computer. This project asks
others in that passive state to become activated. The pewter gift acts as an incentive to
leave the device (phone, computer, tablet) and come see me in person. Trading one object,
the phone that allows for immediate gratification, with another hand held object that holds
a message with in it. To read the message is to destroy the walls that keep it safe.
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When I give the vessel away to my Facebook friend, I take a selfie with them, and
post it immediately to a Facebook image gallery (Figure 20). Using my phone to document
what happens at the exhibition completes
the circle from Facebook, physical
connection, and back to Facebook. When
the object is given away a unique QR code
is revealed on the empty shelf (Figure 19).
When I tag my friend in the picture, the QR
code is instantly linked to the selfie. The
QR code is now available for exhibition
viewers to scan, revealing what took place
at the exhibition opening.

Figure 20 I look forward to seeing you again, or for the
first time, selfie, 2015
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Materials
For the duration of my graduate studies I have used repurposed pewter serviceware
almost exclusively. I employ this material to create work that speaks of human connections
and our complicated relationships to objects.
Pewter is a vulnerable metal. With a melting a temperature of 460 degrees, far
lower than silver, gold, brass, copper, bronze or steel, pewter is very susceptible to melting
during joining processes. I primarily use fusing as my method of joining multiple pieces
together because I am able to use pewter scraps I have laying around. Fusing in this way
makes for a completely seamless vessel, which is a vessel made complete of one material
without supplementary materials such as solder often used in metal joinery. When fusing
the material together I must pay close attention to avoid melting a hole, using what I call
an “anxious flame”. I nervously pull the torch away from the seam every few seconds.
There is a split second window between a perfect seam and a hole in the project.
Pewter is also vulnerable because it never work hardens. As a result, pewter is
more susceptible to its environment than most metals. Pewter easily dents and scratches,
but is strong enough to persist through experiences in the same way a human body might
persist. The scratch on the surface of a cup is akin to the scars a body collects over time.
Because of pewter’s vulnerable qualities, it is an appropriate material to use when
exploring the relationship between objects and people.
Repurposing pewter serviceware is particularly essential in my work conceptually
because of its associations with conversation. Serviceware is closely associated with the
table; therefore it is also connected to conversation and socializing. Consider the custom of
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raising a cup to toast a newly married couple, or having dinner with your family every
night as I did growing up. Cups, bowls and plates are accessories to these scenarios,
serving the food, the wine, and the conversation.
The found pewter comes with dents and scratches, and therefore the surfaces
reference a history of use. I cut, flatten, and otherwise transform the found pewter, but
leave these original marks of use. The wear and tear is appropriated into the objects I’ve
created, and help to legitimize their new forms.
Finally, using repurposed metal aligns with my ethical concerns. By reusing
material I do not contribute to the need for new mining. Everything I use is already above
ground. Additionally, pewter does not become excessively dirty when heated during
fusing, soldering or casting. Rather then using harsh chemicals, I can rinse the pewter after
it is heated with nothing more than soap and water. It is important for me to maintain a
studio practice that considers environmental and human health.
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Influences
My work belongs in the genre of object makers who bring attention to, and
augment our immediate environment, expectations of objects, and relationships with
objects. These artists explore how human psychology or objects affect personal
relationships.
Andrea Miller investigates the man-made environment in relation to the human
body and culture. She draws inspiration from industrial devices that have been integrated
into our lives in such a way that they are unnoticed. Her sculptures resemble the same
devices, but deviate from them just enough to lead the viewer to question what we are
looking at. Many of the devices in my Incurious series engage this conversation by
existing in the domestic environment, with recognizable and unrecognizable attributes.
Artist such as Renee ZettleSterling, and Yevgeniya Kaganovich
use devices to place participants in
close proximity with each other. As a
result the participants have a
heightened awareness of one another.
In Kaganovich's work the object can

Figure 21 Renee Zettel-Sterling, Studies in the Ephimeral, 2006
www.zettle-sterling.com

be suffocating, creating a competitive
environment. Her work acknowledges
the difficulty of close collaborations;
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such as inflating a balloon with each exhale. As the balloon grows it creates evidence of
the combined efforts of the two people. Zettle-Sterling's work also places a device between
the faces of two participants. A two sided bubble blowers acts as the vehicle by which
awareness of the body and mind are achieved (Figure 21). The light-hearted action of
blowing bubbles eases the tension expected from the physical closeness of the users.
Noam Toren’s work speaks to the ability of humans to replace human interaction
with objects. In his series Accessories for Lonely Men (Figure 21), collections of fictional
products are used to alleviate loneliness
after the departure or loss of a woman. The
objects propose that most forms of human
intimacy are crude enough in their
physicality that they can be replicated with
electronic objects. They are meant to
question what we think we miss in a
relationship; the individual or the generic
traces they leave behind. Similarly, in my
Surrogate Devices series, I have created
devices that reference smells that have
resulted from specific human activity. I am

Figure 22 Noam Toran, Sheet Thief , 2001
www.noamtoran.com

replacing the person in the past with a
device of the now.
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Deb Todd Wheeler's affinity to 19th century scientific instruments is parallel to my
obsession with antique shop oddities. Her interactive installation of objects, The Ludicrum
Machines, asks viewers to step up to the sculptures, peer in, and examine parodies of the
balance of nature. Insects engage in ordinary and extraordinary activities, a beetle reads, a
wasp falls in love, a bee gazes through a telescope, a black wasp talks on the telephone.
Just as my Sensory Devices challenge expectations of experience, The Ludicrum Machines
use antiquated technology to show us something we hadn't imagined before, asking us to
consider taking a closer look more often.
Marina Abramović’s recent retrospective exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art
in New York City titled The Artist is Present, speaks to our human desire to connect,
similar to my thesis work, I look forward to seeing you again, or for the first time.
Abramović exemplifies how powerful it can be in the presence of another human. For 90
days people waited for the
opportunity to sit in front
of the artist, as she stared
directly into their eyes
(Figure 23). Museum
patrons expressed that this
experience was deeply
moving, occasionally

Figure 23 Marina Abramović, The Artist is Present, 2010 www.moma.org

bringing both participants
to tears.
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And finally, Charlotte Potter
merges glass and technology to create
work that highlights how communication
and relationships are augmented with
social media and text messaging. In her
work Through Bloodlines and Timelines
(Figure 24) she created a series of lockets
that document the exchanges of an
intimate relationship through the texts.
From simple hellos to graphic “sexts”, her
Figure 24, Charlotte Potter, Through Bloodlines and
Timelines, 2014 www.charlottepotter.com

work reminds us of how public and
permanent these personal interactions are
when done with technology.
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Conclusion
Over the past 2 years I have used my artistic practice to come to terms with my
personal tendencies as they relate to the objects and the people in my life. As we continue
to search for objects that will redefine our culture, we have shaped, challenged and
undermined the social connections that make us human. Extending our senses, assisting
our desires, and protecting our vulnerable emotions, we ask a lot of the objects we design,
create, and use. What we must remember to ask is what do we lose and what do we gain
from the technology we use to mediate our lives.
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